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Adolfo Scilingo, a 58-year-old Argentine ex-naval officer, was convicted in Spain of crimes against
humanity and given 640 years in prison, although Spanish law does not allow life sentences, so he
may gain liberty in a few decades. A panel of three National Court judges found Scilingo guilty on
April 19 of crimes against humanity, sentencing him for 21 years for each of 30 killings committed
during the military regime that ruled Argentina from 1976-1983. He also received five years each for
torture and illegal detention.
Observers say Scilingo's conviction may open the way for other prosecutions of human rights
criminals from the period of the military junta. Last year Argentine courts cleared the way for
prosecutions against members of the military junta by annulling pardons for several ex-officers
(see NotiSur, 2004-04-02). Spanish prosecutors sought 9,138 years Prosecutors originally sought a
9,138-year sentence for 30 murder charges, 93 charges of causing physical injury, and 255 counts of
terrorism. The nine-millennium sentence request came out in March, and the six-century sentence
was entered the next month, concluding a four-month trial.
Scilingo bowed his head in court after being convicted of having been on board planes from which
30 people were thrown to their deaths. The offenses were committed during Argentina's "dirty war"
the period of military rule between 1976 and 1983. The trial in Spain was the first under new laws
allowing local prosecution for crimes committed in another country.
Relatives of some of Argentina's disappeared hugged each other in the Madrid courtroom when
they heard the verdict. A man in the gallery shouted, "Murderer, rot in jail."
Scilingo's lawyer said that he was a scapegoat and that he would appeal. Spanish law says the
maximum anyone guilty of nonterrorist offences can spend in jail is 30 years, whatever the original
sentence. Scilingo volunteered to go to Spain in 1997 to testify about atrocities that took place under
the right-wing regimes in Argentina and Chile.
He admitted being aboard two "death flights" planes on which detainees were drugged, stripped
naked, and thrown to their deaths in the ocean below (see NotiSur, 1995-03-31). He also spoke of
other abuses committed at the Buenos Aires Escuela Superior de Mecanica de la Armada (ESMA),
which was used as a torture center at that time. Scilingo was subsequently arrested and indicted
by investigating Judge Baltasar Garzon. He later retracted his confession, saying his testimony was
fabricated to prompt an investigation into the atrocities committed under the regime.
Human rights groups say up to 30,000 political opponents were kidnapped, detained, and later
executed in Argentina between 1976 and 1983. Scilingo said he had worked at ESMA one of the most
notorious torture and execution centers during the dictatorship but was only its chief electrician
and not part of a covert unit that committed atrocities. But he implied during his nearly four-hour
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 1 of 3

LADB Article Id: 52079
ISSN: 1089-1560

testimony that he had his own information about the abuses thanks to his years in the Argentine
military.
The ESMA, a building in a middle-class neighborhood of Buenos Aires, is now set to house a
museum to memorialize the victims of the junta (see NotiSur, 2004-04-02).

Other cases pending
There are cases pending against many others accused of crimes during the military's campaign
against what they believed to be left-wing subversives. The military came to power in Argentina in
1976 after a long period of political and social instability promising to restore order and tackle what
they saw as the growing menace of a violent left-wing revolutionary group, the Montoneros. They
set about their task zealously, imprisoning trade-union activists and student leaders. Any protest
met overwhelming force.
Many soldiers believed they were fighting a civil war and pointed to the situation in neighboring
countries that also had military governments fighting left-wing unrest, most notably Chile under
Gen. Augusto Pinochet (1973-1990). Government agents would arrive in the dead of night in cars
with blackened windows and no license plates and abduct suspects, sometimes picking up those
they decided looked suspicious or were just in the wrong place at the wrong time. Teenagers and
pregnant women were among those taken away to be tortured and many thousands were never seen
again.
The military government stood down in 1983 after their humiliating defeat by British forces in
the Malvinas/Falkland Islands a year earlier. But the struggle to get answers to what happened to
victims has continued, even in Spain, far from where the crimes took place.
Human rights activist Monica Cavagna said the sentence "opens another door to international
justice, for trying perpetrators of crimes against humanity." Cavagna, president of the Spanishbased Asociacion Argentina de Derechos Humanos (AADH), who was in the courtroom when the
verdict was read out, said, "Anyone who has committed similar crimes, or who commits them in the
future, can be arrested and tried, by invoking this historic precedent."
Two amnesty laws passed in Argentina in the 1980s, which put an end to prosecutions of members
of the military charged with human rights violations, continue to stand in the way of legal action
in the South American country. Although the Argentine Congress repealed the two laws in 1998,
legal challenges questioning the constitutionality of the congressional move are still pending a Corte
Suprema decision.
Because military human rights abusers were let off the hook in Argentina, the principle of "universal
justice" came into this trial. In international law, the concept of universal jurisdiction says that
every state has an interest in bringing perpetrators of the worst crimes against humanity to justice,
regardless of where the crimes were committed or the nationalities of the perpetrators or victims.
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Scilingo plans to appeal the sentence to Spain's Corte Suprema.
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